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Description: 


Naboo amends their constitution to crown a new Queen. In the time preceding the one-year anniversary of the 
formation of the Empire, Vader is sent to summon the Queen to the Imperial Palace. 


As always, Padmé is several steps ahead of him. 


1. Fire Underwater 


“My boy.” 


Sidious’ voice creeps into his ears like poison dripping from a serpent’s tooth. Vader shifts 
on his knees slightly. He has been here for over an hour already, the raw stumps of his legs 
pressing agonizingly on the bare durasteel of his replacement limbs. Sidious has been silent 
for most of it, lost in his own thoughts. It pleases him to feel the dull hum of Vader’s 
discomfort, or the roar of his outright pain. His Master enjoys his little games. 


“What is thy will, my Master?” 


Sidious heaves out a heavy sigh. “There is trouble on my home planet. The Constitution 
has been amended to crown a new Queen, far older than the troublesome harridans usually 
are. My spies inform me she is something of a force to be reckoned with. They call her 
Amidala.” 


For a moment, there is nothing in and around Vader but silence, and him encapsulated in it, 
drowning. 


“Amidala.” For a moment, he does not recognize the deep rumble as his own voice. It 
happened often in the early days of his creation, but not since. 


“Indeed.” Sidious’ voice is sober, but Vader can feel the waves of vicious humour rolling 
off him, even as it is mixed with frustration. He is pleased Vader is suffering. He is irritated 
that this new Queen stands in his path. “Such an insult to your poor, dearly departed wife. 
Crowning an upstart queen with her regnal name — it tarnishes dear Padmé’s memory.” 


Vader ignores the sickly sweet tinge that has come into Sidious’ voice. Just another game. 


“She has ignored my summons to appear here in Imperial Palace. You will go to Naboo, 
and impress upon the Queen that she is an exceedingly small player in a very large game, and 
that I will not tolerate disobedience. I want her here by the moon’s turn, or there will be 
consequences.” 


Vader is dismissed, and as he leaves his Master’s presence, he agrees with him, although 
not without some bitterness. There are always consequences. 


Vader has learnt his Master’s lessons well. 


The Queen is painted and draped in the usual accoutrements of a queen of the Naboo, but 
it hardly matters. Vader would be able to recognize Padmé with both his eyes closed, Force- 
blind through a lead-lined wall. 


It is her. She is no longer pregnant, which makes sense; it has been almost a year since the 
Empire was formed, and yet Vader half-expects to see her as he had last; sprawled on the 
fiery ground of Mustafar, bruising livid around her throat, belly swollen with their growing 
child. But here she is, surrounded by her handmaidens, the last person left who Skywalker 
loved. 


The light is dimming. Only a sliver of sun is left peering over the horizon, rapidly sinking. 
He has made the Queen wait; his appointment was well over an hour ago, but Vader prefers 
the near-darkness to the light. He belongs in the shadow, a ghost clad in a dead man’s flesh 
and onyx-black armour imbued only with glimmering darkness. Already his presence 
precedes him; he can see breath billowing on the icy air, from the small group huddled around 
the throne. Padmé, and her handmaidens. 


Vader pauses at the threshold of the throne room, still cloaked in shadow. 
“You are far older than your predecessors, your Majesty.” 


If he thought to surprise her, he is disappointed. Two or three of the handmaidens startle, 
but Padmé herself is still as stone, except for her eyes, cold and glimmering in the dim light. 


“We live in an Empire now, not a Republic.” The sound of her voice is icier than the 
temperature in the room. ‘The people of Naboo felt it was time for change. For a more 
experienced hand at the reins.’ She eyes him. “Step forward, Lord Vader.” 


The heavy impact of his durasteel feet on the stone seems to echo threefold in the empty 
throne room. Worse is the rasp of the respirator, hissing and growling in the distance between 
Vader and the throne. He has never felt more inhuman, coming before his wife as he is now, 
neither machine nor man, but some unholy mix of the two, less than the sum of his parts. 


“Your absence from the Imperial Centre has been noted, Senator.” He comes to a halt, 
arms folded across his chest, regarding the slight figure seated above him. “The Emperor 
requests your presence in his court on Imperial Centre, to celebrate the peace and prosperity 
of this first year of the Empire.” 


Padmé sighs. “Regrettably, I am occupied with my duties here on Naboo, Lord Vader,” she 
replies. ‘Or is it Darth Vader? Forgive me. I am unfamiliar with the appropriate term of 
address for a lord of the Sith.’ Her eyes gain a glimmer of humour. “Although when I met 
with Count Dooku some years ago, I am afraid I used several terms that were both less civil 
and less... theatrical than Darth Tyrannus.” 


Sith hells, but she is quick. Quicker now, and colder too, than she ever was before, as 
either teenaged queen or Coruscant senator. Is that what his touch does to those he loves? 
Hones away the good and gentleness in them, until only the sharp edges remain? Snips, 
unable to forgive. Obi-Wan, the burning bright of his lightsaber as he cut Vader down to size. 


“Tyrannus was no true apprentice to my Master,” Vader replies, once the silence has gone 
thick and oppressive between them, a stalemate that Vader does not want to break. “Lord 
Vader will suffice. I believe I requested this audience to be private, your Majesty.” 


That polite, puzzled expression. “Surely you cannot not object to the presence of my 
ladies, Lord Vader. Simple women such as us are no threat to a servant of the Emperor.” 


Like he doesn’t know each one of them are armed to the teeth and sworn to die in service 
to their queen. He recognizes Sabé, Dormé, and Eirtaé, amongst others. A flock of almost- 
Padmés, this one with hair just as lustrous as hers, the next with almost the same dark glitter 
in the eyes. 


“We must return to your absence. The Emperor requests you attend him in the Imperial 
Palace.” 


A quick flash of something in her face, gone too quick for him to follow. “The Jedi 
Temple,” Padmé corrects. At last, there is something in her voice other than cool courtesy. 


“Imperial Palace,” Vader retorts, the vocoder booming. “The Jedi have been exterminated, 
as befits such an ignoble and obsolete order.” Padmé’s eyes narrow. 


“We will have to disagree on that, Lord Vader, and on the results of your visit here. I am 
afraid I must disappoint the Emperor this time. Naboo remains my priority, and there is much 
to occupy me here. I trust you will convey my regrets to the Emperor.” 


She stands. He is dismissed. He cannot allow this. 
“T could make you.” 


Padmé, on the verge of descending the small steps from the dais that holds her throne, 
stills. For a moment she regards him, before returning to the seat of power that looks far too 
big for her small frame, settling the diaphanous folds of her silks around her. 


“Unfortunately for the Emperor, Naboo is allied with over a thousand other monarchial 
planets.” Her eyes cut him to the bone. “Arresting a reigning monarch — without warrant or 
just cause — would cause him quite a significant headache indeed. And while I understand 
the Senate has less power than it once did, I still have enough connections to make governing 
his new Empire very difficult for Sheev.” 


“You will refer to him as ‘Imperial Majesty’ or ‘the Emperor’,” Vader snarls, furious. How 
dare she sit there and be so calm, while he is burning alive? 


“But he gave me permission to use his first name many years ago now,” the queen replies, 
sweet as an unfurling blossom. “He was my mentor, after all. Surely you do not now tell me 
that his Imperial Majesty no longer considers me a friend to his Empire?” 


The way she had uttered his Master’s title. As if even an Emperor is beneath her. Vader is 
so very tired. Politics and word games were never what he was good at before. That, at least, 
is the same. 


“Padmé.” A thin eyebrow lifts at the familiarity. “Surely you are aware that things have 
changed.” 


A coolness has come over her face, behind the veil of the paint. “My name is Amidala,” 
she says, and rises, prompting the flock of handmaidens to stand as well. Apparently this time 
there will be no reprise. “And you, Darth Vader, are out of time.” 


“Tt is her,” he reports to his master, and Sidious’ eyes narrow. “Amidala.” 


“Interesting,” he ponders. “Clearly reports of her death in the Outer Rim have been greatly 
exaggerated.” 


“Clearly.” 


Sidious ignores him. Such a thing never would have occurred before the Empire; Palpatine 
had cared too much then in ensuring Skywalker’s regard for him. But that time is no more. He 
is no longer his Master’s favoured Jedi pet to be courted and cosseted, but his apprentice. He 
is not treated with even a hundredth of the kindness Palpatine had bestowed upon Skywalker. 


This is for the best. Vader needs no kindness, he tells himself. Only the bidding of his 
Master, and the Dark side. 


“T take it Amidala is unaware of your previous identity.” 
“No, my Master.” 


“Very good. Do not inform her. I wish to know the fate of Skywalker’s child. You will 
return to Naboo, and if the child is living and with Amidala, you will bring it to me.” 


Vader hears the words, and what lies behind them. You are weak, and you have failed me. I 
desire a strong apprentice, young, malleable, blazing with the Force. 


Whole. 


Vader clenches his fists. What use is he to his Master once he has been replaced? No use at 
all. 


He is dismissed, and is almost at the door, before the voice slithers out from the shadows 
behind him. 


“The knowledge that Amidala lives, I trust, will not affect your allegiance to me.” Vader 
does not allow himself to react, outwardly, although behind his shields he is seething. 
“Skywalker is dead. The fate of his insolent wife is no concern of yours.” 


“Of course not, my Master,” he replies, but he does not turn back around. The vocoder 
betrays nothing but the bass monotone his Master has provided him with. “I am loyal to you 
alone.” 


But within his chest his heart is hammering away like he doesn’t even need the implant, so 
certain is its beat. He was Padmé’s long before he was Palpatine’s. 


It is no decision at all. 
“He wants the baby.” 


Padmé observes him silently, for a time that stretches into eternity. She is alone this time. 
Like she knows why he has come. Like she wants no witnesses this time. “Which baby do 
you mean?” she asks, voice poison soft. Vader can hardly bear to look at her. 


“Ours.” 


There is surprise, but no shock. “I didn’t think you planned on telling me,” she says, and 
stands, coming down the stairs until she can sit on the second-lowest. “Come and sit beside 
me.” 


“T prefer to stand,” Vader replies stiffly, his arms crossed over his chest, spine ramrod 
straight. He might not be able to control himself, if he gets so close to her. 


“Very well.” She is much lower than him, now; he has to crane his neck down to keep her 
in sight. 


“So he got to you. Somehow, Sidious got to you, and you turned. And now, look at what 
you’ve become.” Her lips curls, scornful. “His perfect little puppet.” 


Vader is barely listening. “Padmé, you must know how sorry I am, for what happened on 
Mustafar —” She raises her pinky finger no more than an inch, and Vader falls silent at the 
gesture, so attuned to her is he. 


“T refuse to speak of it,” she says, voice low like a hiss. “What’s done is done. Will you 
help me oppose the Emperor, or will you deliver me to your Master in binders? There is no 
middle ground. I will die before I serve him, or you. But I will accept your service, and speak 
on your behalf when Sidious is defeated. Your crimes are manifest, Lord Vader. You will need 
an advocate.” 


“T care not for my own fate,” Vader dismisses. 


“But you still bear some regard for me. Interesting.” She toys with a fold of her gown. 
“How much of you is still Anakin Skywalker?” 


“None.” The word tears out of Vader on instinct. His Master has asked him this question 
too many times, with too many punishments when Sidious found his authenticity lacking. 
Padmé quirks an eyebrow. 


“Tf you are not him, then why do you come before me, and stay your hand when I speak of 
treason against your Imperial master? Unless it is hubris. You wish to possess all that Anakin 
possessed, down to the most meagre of what was his, his thrown-aside wife.” 


“T did not throw you aside —” Vader breaks off, but the damage is done. Padmé is smiling 
like the loth-cat that got the blue-cream. 


“So you are still in there,” she replies archly. “Is it love, that binds you still to me? Surely 
not. Sith do not love, they do not need. They take, and they consume. Nothing good grows, I 
have been told, in the shadow of the Dark side.” 


“Jedi lies,” Vader growls out. “They feared the power of the Dark side. My power. I could 
keep you safe.” 


Padmé is laughing. A coil of something cold and sickly flexes in Vader’s belly at the 
derisiveness of it. “When you failed at it so profoundly before? You had the Dark side on 
Mustafar, as well as all your limbs. You lost. You lost so badly that you will never recover 
from the wounds you incurred there. I could buy a better protector for fifteen credits at the 
nearest spaceport.” 


Damn her to every one of the Sith hells. She knows exactly how to dig her barbs into his 
ruined flesh. “We can debate philosophy at another time,” he rumbles. “I will aid you in your 
efforts to dethrone the Emperor, under certain conditions.” 


Padmé sits back, satisfaction radiating from her like sunlight. “Which are?” she asks. “You 
will wish to be named Emperor in his place, I suppose?” 


“Force, no.” Padmé jolts, and Vader remembers himself. For a moment, he had sounded 
like Skywalker, vocoder be damned. “Politics and jostling for power until the fortunate day 
some lucky dissident assassinates me and starts the whole process over again? I care not for 
it. I only wish for to know the fate of my child. And — and one other thing.” 


Padmé regards him calmly. “Which is?” 


Vader kneels, only an arms-length or two away from her on the stone floor. He is still 
taller than her, but a supplicant all the same. Padmé does not flinch from the proximity, as 
though there is nothing in Vader to fear. What a divinely sweet notion. 


“Tf you will allow it, I want —’ He looks away. The words are lodged in his throat, 
strangling, suffocating. How could she do anything but deny him? It was not his hands on her 
throat at Mustafar, but it was him all the same, his will in the Force. 


“Tf I will allow what, precisely?” Padmé prompts. Vader coughs, the vocoder turning it 
into a blurt of static. Padmé’s eyes narrow. “I will not support you in destroying what remains 
of the Jedi. They are decimated, surely you could stay your hand in this —” 


“Tf you will allow me be your husband again.” 
The silence somehow screams. 


“Let me see if I have read you right,” Padmé bites out, fury giving her voice an uneven 
edge. Vader’s eyes are drawn back to her, albeit unwillingly. The Queenly makeup obscures 
the usual signs of her rage, but the Force around her howls of it. “Just to be sure I 
comprehend what you have dared to say to me. You are so selfish to hinge the fate of the 
galaxy on whether I will love you again?” 


Ah, at last. His whole existence, distilled down into one fatal sentence. How could he not 
see it so clear, when she renders it down for him so neatly? “Yes,” Vader replies, feverish with 
gratitude, mechanical hands clattering quietly as his whole body trembles. “Yes, Padmé. You 
understand.” 


She just looks at him. Like he’s some alien insect under a microscope, a thing she’s never 
seen before and never wants to see again. “You are in earnest,” she murmurs, and Vader nods, 
not trusting the vocoder to hide the tremor in his voice should he speak. “Give me a minute.” 


He does. He watches her close her eyes, breathe in, breathe out. He cannot perceive her 
thoughts, but the sight of her calculating the odds, of balancing probabilities and assessing 
outcomes, is as familiar to him as his own limbs once were. Weighing him up, like he is only 
a pound of flesh she has to manipulate to reach her goals. 


Vader is so grateful to the very thought of it. Let him be her spirit of vengeance then, wrath 
incarnate, if only she will allow him to be hers. 


“Well!” Padmé says eventually, and is on her feet. ‘If you want me as your wife, we’d 
better find a way to get you out of that suit. I’m not interested in a celibate marriage.’ Her 
eyes narrow again. “Palpatine dies first.” 


Vader nods, relieved beyond words. He will kill the Emperor, and in the ensuring uproar 
Padmé will forget about this notion of Vader recommencing his marital duties. He no longer 
looks like Anakin Skywalker, and it was he that Padmé had loved. Vader will take whatever 
scraps of her affection he can clutch at, that she will deign to give him. 


Through the suit. He intends for his wife to never see him bare again. 
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2. Dissolving Through The Trauma 


“T don’t understand your objections. You’re going to have to rough me up at least a little.” 
Vader flinches. 


Padme’s voice echoes out to him from the back of the small scout vessel, where she is 
changing out of her queenly accoutrements into something less grandiose and entirely more 
practical. She had removed the makeup, at least, while giving orders to her handmaidens in 
the throne room in Theed, Vader a silent shadow in the background. Then she had packed her 
bags, again under his watchful eye, slung one over each shoulder, had turned to him and 
asked, “Well, then, shall we go?” 


He should have known then how grossly outmatched he is. 


“Tt is unnecessary,” he replies, vocoder just a little quicker than usual. “My Master would 
not expect me to have laid hands on you.” 


A snort, and the rustle of silk as she strips. “Sheev might be morally bankrupt and a fascist, 
deceiving, disloyal snake, but he’s not an idiot. He knows I’d never — what is the phrase? 
Come quietly. At least give me a black eye or a split lip. I’m sure I’m not the first woman 
you’ve backhanded.” 


She really does expect the worst from him, doesn’t she. “The past is immaterial. You 
cannot expect me to strike my wife.” 


Oh, that laugh. Like he’s just an amusement, a diversion. “Now is not the time to be 
developing a conscience, Lord Vader,” Padme says glibly. A thud echoes back to him; Vader 
can just picture her wrestling with her boots. “Remember, I saw holo footage of what you did 
to those younglings. No need to hide your baser impulses from me, I lived it.” 


Yes, she did. As Mustafar. Vader eyes the console resentfully, choosing to latch onto the 
least offensive part of her reply. “You are not keeping up your end of our bargain. I will not be 
Lord Vader to you.” 


A small hand clamps down on his shoulder. Vader stiffens. He hadn’t even noticed her 
come into the cockpit; her jumpsuit black, her hair braided up out of the way and pinned with 
two suspiciously long pins. Her blasters are holstered at her hip and ankle; she probably has 
micro grenades in the heels of her boots. This is the woman he loves. Of course it is. 


“You're quite right.” 


Vader glances up at her, having nearly forgotten his last comment. Padme’s expression is 
too bland. There’s got to be more to it than that, and there is; he’s never known Padme not to 
press an advantage while she has it. “Forgive me, husband,” she croons, and Vader knows it is 
sarcastic, knows it is false, and it unbalances him completely all the same. “How remiss of 
me. I haven’t kissed you hello.” 


“There is no need —” 


11 


Too late. Padme leans down, since she is only just taller than him when he is seated, and 
plants a smacking kiss firmly on the dome of his helmet. “Better?” she asks. 


“The physical affection is unnecessary,” Vader rumbles, when he can string two words 
together that aren’t Padmé or more or please. “You could at least speak to me with some 
respect.” Padme laughs out loud at that as she drops into the copilot’s chair. 


“T don’t recall that I did so to any great degree before,” she says blithely. Vader glares at 
the controls. She’s right, curse her. 


“Do you know, Anakin loved me very much,” Padme says conversationally. Vader turns 
his head slightly to better eye her cautiously from the corer of his visor. “He was a 
wonderful husband. I’m not sure how much you, in contrast, have to bring to this marriage.” 


She is mocking him. 


“Skywalker was weak,” Vader grinds out in response. “Foolish, soft. Worthless. I can 
protect you much better than he ever could.” Padme arches an eyebrow. 


“Look down.” 


There is a blaster pointed directly at his codpiece. Vader curses. He’d been too busy 
looking at her face to even assess the threat. “I think we’ve established I don’t need your 
protection.” There is a hint of a smile hiding in the corners of her mouth. “What else do you 
have to give me?” 


Stars. Surely he can think of something. “I will allow you to take power once the Emperor 
is dead.” 


Now the smile isn’t hiding anymore. “You said yourself you don’t want the throne. I intend 
to restore the Republic, or a version of it, anyway. I have no designs to be Empress. So that is 
also, at least to me —” She shrugs. “Not worth the breath it took to speak the words.” 


Not worth it. It is only all he has left to give, and it is worth nothing to her. 
Vader snaps. 


He slams his hand down on the console, the fury rising in him like a tide. The console 
creaks ominously, but does not break, thankfully, because if he had to repair it on top of 
everything else, he’d be very angry indeed. “You presume much,” he growls at her, and gets 
to his feet, the better to loom over her with his superior height. “I need not assist you. I could 
dump you out the airlock at this very moment, and no one would be the wiser.” 


Padme stands, too. She jabs one small finger into his tabard, skirting his chest box by 
barely an inch. “I cannot be cowed by your temper, husband.” The last word comes out as a 
hiss, dripping venom. “You have allowed your manners to lapse since neither myself nor Obi- 
Wan have been around to remind you to behave.” 


Vader turns, letting his rage billow around him like his cloak. “Do not mention that name 
to me!” he thunders as he strides into the back of the ship, intent on getting away from the 
hellion in the front. “He betrayed me. You betrayed me! None of this would have happened if 
only you had —” 
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A blaster shot wings out and strikes the wall, only inches from Vader’s head. He turns on 
his heel to face his attacker, tiny, dainty, and almost purple with rage, her weapon still in her 
hands. “Refrain from abusing my ship!” he bellows at her. Padme does not appear to even be 
listening. 


“You arrogant, idiotic, melodramatic coward! Poor Anakin! Master Obi-Wan was mean to 
me and now I’m going to dress up in a black full-body suit and pretend I don’t still have an 
Outer-Rim accent just to make the galaxy’s oldest, ugliest asshole happy —” 


“He saved me!” Vader howls back. “He gave me back my life! Where were you? With 
Obi-Wan, no doubt!” 


“Giving birth to your child!” Padme screeches. “Not that the baby mattered to you in the 
slightest when you choked me with the Force!” 


“For betraying me!” Vader shouts. “For bringing Obi-Wan to kill me! You are as guilty in 
this as I am!” He is almost afraid. There is a dangerous light in Padme’s eyes. 


“T don’t believe what I’m hearing,” she spits at him, her face twisted. “I cannot stand it. 
You are not my husband, and you are no son of Shmi Skywalker. She would be horrified if 
she knew of the thing you have become!” 


The last salvo rings out across the space between them, and Vader finds he has no words 
left. Neither, it seems, does Padme. She swipes a hand over her eyes. 


“Oh, Anakin,” she says at last. “Look at what a mess we are.” Vader raises a hand. 


“Don’t call me that,” he manages to get out, except the vocoder isn’t heavy enough to hide 
the tremor in his voice. Padme’s face softens. 


“Sweetheart.” Vader holds out his other hand, as if he can stop the compassion radiating 
from her by will alone. 


“Don’t,” he says. He barely knows what he’s saying. “I can’t.” Padme’s eyes are brimming 
over. 


“Anakin,” she says again, and when Vader does not reply, it seems to be enough. Vader is 
stock-still, stunned, when she runs to him, just as she had on Mustafar, but Vader still 
manages to catch her in his arms, already sobbing, already falling to the floor, his artificial 
knees folding underneath him. 


“Padme,” he moans, and presses his mask into her unbound hair, weeping like he has not 
in forever. “Don’t hate me, don’t. I couldn’t bear it.” 


“T don’t,” she says, pressing feverish kisses to the crown of his helm, against the red lenses 
of his mask, anywhere she can reach. “I don’t, my love, I don’t. I could never hate you.” 


“You should,” he bites out, lost in the cloud of her dark hair, the scent of her through the 
mask’s filters like the breath of life itself. “Padme, tell me, you must, did I kill our baby?” 


He feels the hesitation in her. “No, sweetheart,” she says, and wraps her arms around him 
tighter when Vader sags, the relief making him dizzy, sapping the strength from his limbs. 
“You didn’t.” 
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Vader can find no more words after that. 


The storm passes. Vader has no comprehension of how long it takes until he comes back to 
himself, slowly, until he can feel something other than the overwhelming grief and loss and 
self-loathing he has carried for so long. Underneath his mask he is a sorry sight, even more 
so than usual, tears drying into sticky tracks on his cheeks, salt stinging the open wounds. 


“The ship,” he says at last, his voice raw from weeping. “I should return to the cockpit.” 
“T put it on autopilot before I tried to shoot you.” 


Vader laughs, actually laughs, even though it’s wet and disgusting and the vocoder distorts 
it completely. “You think of everything.” 


“Only sometimes.” 


Vader draws back. Padme’s eyes are red, her skin blotchy. She has been crying as well. “I 
never betrayed you, Anakin,” she says. “I didn’t know Obi-Wan was on the ship with me. He 
hid.” 


Vader sighs. “It doesn’t matter now,” he says. He wants to get to his feet, his stumps are 
throbbing, but he’s not sure he can stand. He feels as weak as a newborn womp rat. 


“Tt does. We have to trust each other. Anakin —” Like everything, Padme is tinged red 
through his lenses, but it hardly matters. His mind fills in the colours easily. “I can’t forgive 
you yet. You betrayed me and everything I loved. But there is no hope for either of us if we 
do not trust each other.” 


“You ask me to betray the only person I have left,” Vader rumbles. This time, he does 
stand, bringing Padme up with him. She is so small. He used to be able to lift her in the crook 
of one arm. She feels even tinier now. 


“T am asking you to correct the grievous wrong that now afflicts our galaxy. Remember 
our bargain. You’ll help me depose Palpatine in return for resuming our marriage.” Vader 
takes one step away from her, then another, although it physically aches to leave her behind. 


He hears her light step behind him as he heaves his bulk into the pilot’s seat. “I do not 
deserve to have you back,” he replies. “But I am weak. If you will have me, I will do 
whatever you wish.” 


Her thin arms snake over his shoulders to meet above his chest box, close to what is left of 
his heart. Vader stills, but leans his head back, bringing up his right hand to cover her two 
small ones. “It will be over eventually,” Padme tells him, although Vader wonders if she is 
trying to convince herself more than him. “It cannot last forever. Now, let’s get this over 
with.” 


She removes herself from her position half-draped over his shoulders, and settles back into 
the copilot’s seat, squaring her shoulders. Vader leans towards her, allows himself the 
unconscionable liberty of cupping her cheek with his massive, black-gloved hand. “Trust,” 
Vader confirms, and Padme nods, her eyes shining with victory, with sadness. 


“Make it convincing, Anakin.” 


After all, what is one more thing to hate himself for, on the balance of all the others? 
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He doesn’t hit her with all of his strength, but it is revealed to Vader, as he dimly watches 
his own brutal fist strike Padme’s delicate face, exactly how far he has fallen. 
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3. Breathing While You Drown 


In the end, Sidious takes less time to die than it had taken Vader to decide to turn against 
him. 


This is for a number of reasons. 


Firstly, he takes one look at Padmé’s bruised face and the arm she has cradled to her chest 
in a hastily fashioned sling, and laughs. That alone signs his death warrant, even if Vader 
hadn’t already resolved to take his life. Secondly, he assumes Vader was the one to break said 
arm, when in actual fact Padmé had smashed her wrist so hard against a bulkhead that Vader 
had been able to hear the bone shatter. He had cringed. His wife had only let out one short, 
aborted scream before she bit her lip and did not utter another, the injured wrist stabilized 
with a bacta wrap and a torn off strip of her shirt. 


Thirdly. Vader had not even laid his hand on the hilt of his lightsaber while he watched 
Padmé and Sidious converse, but had not needed it regardless, since Padmé had needed only a 
split second of distraction from Sidious to stab him cleanly through the throat with her good 
hand and one of those suspicious hairpins. (Which were in fact long, lethally sharp skewers 
with poison barbs in the tips. Vader really should have known.) Vader had held back the 
Emperor’s guards with the Force, while Padmé had allowed him the unprecedented pleasure 
of watching his Master choke slowly on his own blood, paralyzed by the toxins flowing 
through him. 


Sidious took quite a while to die, but Vader certainly hadn’t been complaining. 


“He always did underestimate women,” Padmé says dryly, once the corpse has stopped 
twitching. She turns her gimlet-eyed gaze on the Red Guards still struggling against Vader’s 
Force-grip on their throats. “You have two choices. Serve me or die.” 


All of them, strangely enough, chose to serve her. And after that, there was little resistance. 


“T’m not staying here with that,” Padmé had said, casting a disgusted glance at Sidious’ 
dead body. Vader surmises her distaste is more to do with spending any length of time in 
Sidious’ presence, rather than the fact that the body in question was dead. Padmé, if he 
remembers correctly, has been around her fair share of corpses in the past. “Find someone to 
guard it. Someone you trust.” 


Vader inclines his head. “My lady,” he rumbles, and Padmé sweeps out. He doesn’t need to 
ask her where she is going. Her quarters in the Senatorial complex have laid untouched since 
that last day before the end, save for Vader going to them only once after he was placed into 
his suit. He had resisted the impulse to destroy them, those rooms where an idiot Jedi had 
loved his wife; kept them intact, as though any day Padmé might return and take up her 
hairbrush, her life, and love him once more — 


A tomb, for his dead heart. 
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When he exits the lift in Padmé‘s quarters, he finds more than he was expecting. Bail 
Organa is in the kitchen, looking like the only thing holding him up is the counter as Padmé 
pours tea into two earthenware mugs. They’re from Naboo, Vader remembers as he eyes the 
cups, from her parents’ home. The one on the left with the crack in the handle used to be his. 


“You killed him,” Organa is saying, and when he gets a glimpse of Vader out the corner of 
his eye, jumps about a foot in the air. “You killed the Emperor. And he let you!” He gestures 
to Vader, still as a statue, if statues could wheeze and flex their fingers longingly at the 
thought of wrapping them around a throat. 


“T did,” Padmé replies serenely. “The Imperial Republic and its assorted might rests in my 
hands, at least for this very moment in time.” Organa gapes at her as she sips her tea. Vader 
can smell it. It’s making his eyes sting. 


“And him?” Organa gestures sharply at Vader. “He was the Emperor’s enforcer. He has 
accomplished countless acts of violence at the Emperor’s whim. He —” 


“Is a very large part of the reason Palpatine’s corpse is rotting on the floor of his own 
throne room,” Padmé cuts in swiftly. “Bail, we have not the time for this. We must present a 
united front to the others when they come, and they are coming, now.” 


And they come. Vader knows most of them, these parasites that fill his wife’s sitting room. 
Figures from the old days, the ones that survived, that bent their proud heads to Sidious’ 
edicts even as he slaughtered their colleagues and friends. As he tried to take from Vader the 
only thing that mattered — what did they do to stop the Emperor, but stand by and let him 
take power? Growing fat on the spoils of war while Skywalker buried his hands in blood to 
the elbows, to the shoulders, a sea of red, of blue, of ichor and the black spill of mechanical 
fluids from the droids who, much like the clones, had had no choice. 


Vader’s hands have tightened into fists, the leather creaking, servos whirring madly, and he 
cannot loosen them. Politicians. He despises them all. 


All, except for Padmé. 


He has missed the beginning of her address, while he seethed with rage, feeding the 
Darkness within him. It has been difficult the past few days, to access it as readily as before. 
Padmé attracts the Light to her, and Vader’s own Darkness cannot best it. 


They are discussing the succession, and as Vader idly contemplates a bit of mild Force- 
choking to quiet down the din and liven up proceedings, Padmé gets to her feet, calling for a 
hush. 


“T am not fit to lead,” Padmé says, evidently in answer to a question Vader has missed. 
There are soft sounds of disagreement from around the room, to which Padmé raises a 
forestalling hand. ‘I am not. I did not even attempt to negotiate with Palpatine. I killed him in 
cold blood without a second thought.’ The tone of the room has changed, now, the jubilation 
fading, somberness bleeding through. “That is not the kind of person who should lead us into 
the future. The Republic of our past was flawed. It is our duty to ensure the Republic of the 
future is not.” 


Vader stomps out for the rest of the negotiations, aware that several of the attendees were 
struggling to focus on the task at hand, their abject terror of him causing an acrid taste to rise 
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in his throat and nose. He cares nothing for the politics, save for that it is keeping his wife 
away from him. By the time he has returned from checking in with the men of his Fist 
keeping the Imperial Palace secure, Padmé is alone, although the slimy stink of the politicians 
still fills the air. 


“Gods.” Padmé rises from the divan, her mug of tea long since cooled. “I’d gladly toss it 
all aside. How did I ever endure the pettiness before?” 


“T have no idea,” Vader replies, stilted, like a droid with rusting gears. Padmé doesn’t seem 
to notice his awkwardness, or if she does, she is feeling kind enough not to mention it. He 
follows her to her bedroom — their bedroom, once. He doesn’t stop to consider the fact that 
he may not be welcome to trot at her heels like a well-trained lapdog. He will not 
countenance it. 


“The truest sign of change. When one cannot bear the thing that drove them ever onwards 
before — I am not the same.” She quirks a thin smile at him. “Perhaps you can relate to that.” 


Vader dismisses the comment. He is the same as he always was, only now with his 
darkness exposed to the cold light of day instead of festering deep inside of him, both chained 
and freed. He is more concerned with what Padmé has said. 


“You have not changed so much.” 


Padmé, unstrapping her makeshift sling, turns to raise a dark eyebrow in Vader’s general 
direction. “Is that so?” she asks, setting the dark strip of cloth down on her dressing table. 


“Tt is,’ Vader mumbles. Force, but he’s a moron. He can barely talk to her. Just the sound 
of the words in the vocoder’s rumbling, impersonal tones is painful. But the alternative is far 
worse. Without the trappings of Vader to hide behind, who is he? 


“How have I changed?” Padmé’s voice is light, but Vader senses a trap, all the same. Still. 
He is as much of an idiot now as when he was Skywalker, apparently. He trips merrily into it 
all the same. 


“You smiled more. And —” He raises a hand, even though there is half a room between 
them. He remembers the feel of her skin under organic fingers. He remembers her kiss, on the 
palm of his hand. “You were mine.” 


” 


Something softens in her face. “Young idiots in love,” she says, but there is old, wry 
affection in her tone. “I should have known better. You were still only a boy. But gods, you 
were beautiful.” 


Vader is curiously offended, although Force knows why. It’s not like he is still that young 
man, with the last vestiges of innocence. “I knew what I was doing,” he rumbles, defensive. 
“T was old enough to go to war, wasn’t I?” 


He chooses to ignore the last statement. There is no use on lingering on his losses. He is 
stronger now. 


“Don’t get me started on that,” Padmé retorts, and flops down on her bed. “You may have 
been old enough to go to war by the Jedi’s standards, but certainly not by mine.” 


Vader eyes her warily. “What’s done is done,” he mutters, although as ever the vocoder 
turns it into a booming bass, the hesitance stripped from the sentence. 
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“Perhaps you are right.” Padmé lifts her head up. “What are you doing over there? Come 
here,” she demands, and pats the bed beside her. 


Vader eyes the available space. He is both taller and broader than he used to be. 
“T will not fit.” 
Padmé snorts, distinctly inelegant. Vader’s heart spasms in his chest. 


“That’s not the first time you’ve ever said that to me,” Padmé replies, something 
mischievous glinting in the comer of her eye. “But I’m sure you don’t remember.” 


Vader does remember, damn it. “That was Skywalker,” he dismisses, before he can think 
better of it, too consumed with the memory; ivory thighs, what lay between them, and his 
own thick, straining flesh. All of nineteen and in love. The fool. 


“Anakin, I realise the last year has been difficult for you, but I will not be calling you 
Vader.” The amusement is gone from Padmé’s face, and only a terrible sadness is left. Vader 
turns his helmet, so he will not have to look at her. 


“That is who I am,” he replies. “This armour, this mask. This is who I am.” Padmé arches 
an eyebrow. 


“You won’t take it off?” she asks. “Not even for me?” 


Force, but that he could. “I can’t do without it,’ Vader warns her, without heat. Padmé 
sighs. 


“Well, what can you do without?” 


It isn’t much. Vader sits down on the bed, so his wife is able to reach more than just his 
elbows and chest plate, as still as a statue as Padmé investigates the chain to his cape, 
eventually sweeping the armourweave cloth neatly to the floor. She grins as she dumps it on 
the ground, like she and Vader are comrades in some minor wrongdoing. He has seen the 
same expression on her face when they were sneaking around a Separatist base, or tempting 
fate by kissing in her Senatorial office. Like they are partners. 


“What else?” she asks, and Vader hesitates only briefly before lifting his gloved hands off 
the bed. Padmé takes his massive mechanical hands in her own, with a gentleness that Vader 
has not experienced in so long, and tugs one of the gloves free. As one, they look down at the 
bare metal appendage together. 


“Oh, love.” 
The sheer depth of feeling in her voice makes his eyes hurt. 
“T will not have your pity,” he rumbles, a spark lighting in his chest. Padmé sighs. 


“You have forgotten compassion as well as kindness, then?” she asks, and pulls the other 
second glove from Vader’s metal claw while his brain stumbles over that sentence, round and 
round. When he manages to shake free of it, Padmé is holding his prosthetic hands in her soft 
human ones, and the sight of it gives Vader such sudden and acute nausea that for a moment 
he fears he will vomit. 
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“They’re not pretty.” Force, but where had that come from? Tentative and musingly, words 
drawn out of him without his permission, drawled out with his old infection, his old accent. 
“You used to love my hands.” 


She had. 


“T did,” Padmé confirms, and her eyes are shining, held-back tears. “I loved it when you 
touched me. You always used to look at me like I’d hung the stars.” She sniffs. Vader doesn’t 
know how to comfort her, not with so much between them. When he’d been Skywalker, 
youthful and golden and full of life, it had been easy, to take Padmé in his arms, to hold her 
when she wept. 


Vader is a husk, a shadow given form. He is not Skywalker. “I am sorry.” The words grate 
out of him. “I cannot be what you want me to be.” 


He feels Padmé release his hands, and he looks away. 


“Anakin —” That name, again. It sounds so sweet coming from her lips, so different from 
how it sounds when Vader berates his past self’s mistakes in his head. “I don’t want you to be 
anything other than who you are. I thought I’d lost you to the Dark side, to Palpatine and his 
lies. I thought I’d never have this again —” Padmé’s voice breaks off and she turns her head 
away. At last the tears are falling, and her shoulders heave with sobs. 


Vader can’t not act. He lifts his hideous metal hand, and lays a single metal fingertip 
beneath Padmé’s chin. He turns her face towards him, spellbound by the trust she puts in him, 
how she follows where he leads. “Do not look away from me.” Even the vocoder cannot hide 
how rough his ruined voice has become. “You don’t need to hide your grief from me, Padmé. 
I —” He will give her the truth. She deserves so much more than he has to give her, but the 
truth, at least, he can give. “I have grieved as well.” 


Padmé wipes her eyes, but she is looking at him. Vader raises his fingertip, to gently trace 
the curve of her cheek. “Anakin, you’re touching me,” she breathes out. Vader watches his 
hand as though it is divorced from him entirely. But it is not, he can feel it. 


He can feel her. 


“T suppose I am,” he agrees, unsteady, and gestures to his feet. Slowly, Padmé removes the 
heavy leather boots from his feet, the bare metal prosthetics gleaming in the dim Coruscant 
evening light from the window. When her small hands push at his chest, Vader goes back 
willingly, even though lying on his back is rarely comfortable for him, even though he is not a 
proper and fitting inhabitant for this warm, comfortable bed. 


But. 


Padmé curls herself against him, draws the blanket up over their entwined forms, her hand 
on his chest, her wrist against one of the few places his wretched form is covered only by the 
body glove. If he focusses, Vader can pretend he can sense her heartbeat, her pulse strong and 
alive, a beacon drawing him ever onwards, to a place he can rest. 


“You'll... be here. When I wake up?” His voice. Slow and drawling, like the man Padmé 
loves, the man Vader had killed, the man shrieking inside the lockbox of his chest to be let 
free. “You promise?” 
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A butterfly kiss against his helm. It’s been so long since he’s slept. “I promise.” 


And it’s enough. Vader doesn’t remember closing his eyes, but nevertheless, he sleeps. 
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4. Beyond The Bruising 


It’s the first time he’s slept since he became Vader, and waking from it is almost like dying 
again. Vader opens his eyes to the scarlet world he has become accustomed to, flat on his 
back with the wheezing rasp of his respirator filling the air, and Padme Amidala curled 
against him like a pale ghost against his infinite black. 


For a moment, Vader forgets who he is, and it is as Anakin that he reaches down to move a 
dark brown curl back in amongst its fellows, his bare metal fingers hovering just against his 
wife’s creamy cheek. There are bags under her eyes, shadows like the ones that haunt his own 
soul, have always haunted him, from Tatooine across a galaxy and all the way to here. 


Her eyes open, and Anakin lets his hand fall away, slipping back into Vader like he’d never 
been anyone else. Padmé’s smile is red-tinged, like everything else, and perfect. She captures 
his own prosthetic claw with her own soft hand. 


“You slept all night,” she tells him, and the Force corroborates; sun spills through the 
window, in this absurdly indefensible apartment that Padme had spent years in, before 
everything came to an end. 


“How could you even tell?” Vader asks her dryly. A smile quirks up the corners of her 
mouth. 


“Because you didn’t reply when I said your name,” she retorts. “Both your names. I slept, 
too. There’s someone coming to see you.” 


Vader tenses automatically. There is no one left alive that he wishes to see — the child, of 
course, if Padme will ever trust him enough to even tell him its gender, let alone its name. he 
catches a stray thought from Padme of blue eyes and striped lekku, and puts it together easily. 


“Tano.” Even through the vocoder, Vader’s voice drips with venom. “So you think I need a 
Jedi — to what, precisely? Guide me back towards the Light?” He doesn’t like his tone, and 
from Padme’s narrowed eyes, she doesn’t either. 


“She’s coming for me, you unbelievable ass,” she snaps. “Before I returned to Naboo, she 
and I were in hiding together. Stars, Anakin, doesn’t she mean anything to you?” 


Vader considers it — honestly considers it, but only for Padme’s sake. Truthfully, he’d 
thought the Togruta dead, having found her lightsabers abandoned on a mass grave. The fact 
that she had survived, though, does not surprise him much; his padawan — no, Skywalker’s 
padawan, Vader corrects himself brutally — was clever, and quick, and — 


She left. 


“She means nothing to me,” Vader rumbles, and hopes to end it there. Padme crosses her 
arms over her chest, almost two full feet shorter than him, and undefeatable. 


“Tf that is true, then why do you want me?” she demands. Padme the loving wife has 
vanished, to be replaced by Padme the politician, always a dozen steps ahead of him and 
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never afraid to kick his ass from here to Naboo. “You hinged the fate of the galaxy on 
regaining my love — or at the very least, my tolerance. If I matter, then Ahsoka should 
matter. Obi-Wan should matter.” 


She shouldn’t have mentioned Kenobi if she wants Vader to remain in a peaceable frame 
of mind. “Don’t speak of him!” Vader snaps, jabbing a finger in her direction, although the 
gesture loses something when his gloves are off. “You don’t know what he did —” 


“Cut off your limbs and left you to die on Mustafar?” Padme replies coldly, and ice flows 
through Vader’s veins. So she does know. 


“And you defend him still —” 


“T don’t defend him, Anakin!” Padme snaps, in that tone that Vader knows well from long 
experience means her temper is fraying. “I also know that if you’d won that duel, Palpatine 
would have had me killed eventually. I survived what you did because of Obi-Wan. Doesn’t 
that matter even the slightest to you?” 


The fight doesn’t drain out of Vader, but it does ebb away a little. “You would have been 
safe with me,” he mutters, crossing his arms over his chest and staring fixedly out the 
balcony, to the thrumming Coruscant skyline. “I wouldn’t have let my Master hurt you.” 


Padme doesn’t reply, and Vader casts a glance at her, only to freeze with his eyes locked in 
place. Padme looks devastated, although her eyes are not damp; she merely looks at him, with 
that expression like he’s cut her to the core. “Anakin,” she begins, tentative, and Vader hates 
to hear that sound in her voice, like she’s afraid of what he might do. “You don’t have to call 
him that anymore. He doesn’t own you now. You’re free.” 


Free, Vader thinks bitterly, restrained within and confined to a life support suit for the rest 
of his days. “It wasn’t like that,” he says dismissively. “I was his apprentice, not his —” 
Strangely, the word sticks in his throat. 


“So he paid you, then?” Padme asks, eyes brutal in their keenness. “You received your 
government-mandated annual leave of four weeks per year and most holidays? Did he 
contribute the appropriate funds to a galactic-standard organization to ensure you would have 
sufficient funds to retire, when the time comes?” She thinks she’s so clever, Vader seethes. 
How to make her understand, the bond between a Sith and his apprentice? He had belonged to 
his Master. They have been fused, two pieces of the same ragged whole, bonded closer than 
thought — 


The bond. Vader nearly staggers. The black sucking void in his mind that had been his 
connection to Sidious has been neatly healed over, closed with the mental equivalent of 
sutures, already fading away. The raw-red wounds in his psyche, prodded relentlessly over the 
last year by his master (to make him strong, to keep his pain hot and ready and always by his 
side) are softening, melting into nothing. The physical pain marches on as it always does, 
where his ruined skin sticks to his body glove and must be torn away anew every time 
maintenance is required, but his mind... is clear. 


You need me, he remembers Sidious saying. No one will ever give you what I do. No one 
will ever know you or accept you as I do. But that wasn’t right, was it? He had been bonded 
before. To Ahsoka (Snips), the training bond blooming between them like an unfolding star. 
To Kenobi, before Skywalker became a Knight, and even after, during the horrible years of 
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war. He had only been severed from Kenobi by the trauma of the battle on Mustafar; even 
after accepting Palpatine as his new Master, his sense of Obi-Wan had lingered, like smoke 
over water. 


“Anakin?” 


He has been silent too long. Wordless, Vader extends a hand to her, not knowing what else 
he can possibly do, and Padme accepts it, allowing herself to be drawn into his embrace, even 
as the top of her head only clears his elbow. “Anakin,” she says, nervously, as Vader cradles 
her close and tries desperately not to think. “What is going on?” 


Nothing. Everything. All of it. 


“Tano may come,” Vader declares, and says no more for some time. 
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5. Phantom Limbs For Amputees 


“T need maintenance.” 


Padmé lifts her head from the datapad. Vader lingers in the doorway, unwilling to cross the 
threshold, but it cannot wait. After he had agreed to meet with Skywalker’s former padawan, 
Padmé had been needed to review documents for the Senate, and Vader had taken stock. He is 
filthy and crusty under his suit; where his stumps meet his prosthetics are oozing and rank 
with infection. Sidious had crammed him into this suit with a view to functionality, and 
functionality as soon as feasibly possible. Vader has hardware grafted directly onto raw burn 
tissue, and he feels every cell of it. 


“Maintenance?” Padmé questions, looking up from her datapad. She doesn’t understand. 
Vader despises the notion of having her know the cost of his failures, but any longer and he 
will no longer be able to function at peak efficiency. He will be — weak — a liability. 


“Tt’s in the —” Temple. “Imperial Palace. My Master has a — facility there, to maintain 
me.” Padmé’s expression twists. 


“Is that how he would describe it? Like you’re a machine?” Vader says nothing, but his 
shame deepens. If he had not failed, if he had not been so feeble and worthless — 


“Well, go, then. I’m not keeping you here.” Vader looks away. This is like being set on fire 
all over again. 


“T cannot go alone — I cannot request my own maintenance. My Master has to be there. I 
mean, the Emperor. Or now — you. You must give the droids permission.” He gestures, 
helplessly, with metal hands that cannot shake but nevertheless feel like they do. “Whoever 
serves as the ruler of the Empire, or as my Master.” 


Padmé stills, and something dreadful comes into her face. Vader nearly weeps with relief 
when she says, slowly, like it hurts her just to utter the words: “This isn’t exactly a standard 
medical facility, is it?” 


Thank the Force. She understands. 
“No,” Vader replies, clenching his fists. “It isn’t.” 


When she sees the room where he had been remade, the vile metal instruments hanging 
from the ceiling and the trays of shining surgical tools, Padmé presses a hand to her mouth 
and makes a tiny, wounded sound, like the last gasp of a dying bird. Vader inclines his head 
towards her, concerned but barely able to feel it through the unbearable wave of fear-hate- 
horror-sick he always feels in this space. The first time had not been the worst, ironically; he 
had still had hope that Padmé would be waiting for him outside the horrors of the operating 
room. The pain had been so great that Vader was partially dissociated from it, and from the 
world; only hearing that his wife was dead had brought him shrieking back into his body, the 
thing that was now his body, every nerve alive and screaming. 
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“You are not the Emperor.” The emotionless voice of the medical droid tears Vader back to 
himself. He clenches his fists and locks his knees. He can’t falter now. 


“T am his replacement,” Padmé replies coolly. “You may know me as Padmé Amidala.” 
The droid tilts its head. It is humanoid, as though to mock Vader further, that the only touch 
he will know on his bare skin is a thing that looks like a human but is the furthest thing 
opposite. 


“Confirmation inadequate,” it drones. “Termination of PRIMARY: IMPERIAL MAJESTY 
PALPATINE requires confirmation.” Vader shifts on his prosthetics, the throbbing of the 
abused skin becoming so acute he is struggling to think. 


“Tt is so,” he rasps. “The Emperor is dead.” He doesn’t expect it to work, but the droid 
pauses. 


“Confirmation from SECONDARY: DARTH VADER acceptable,” it reports. “PRIMARY: 
IMPERIAL MAJESTY PADME AMIDALA accepted. Designation MTE-1, as it pleases you, 
Empress.” Vader barely resists the urge to roll his eyes. Trust Sidious to have specific 
subroutines programmed into the poor droid to ensure his Imperial Fragility had received the 
appropriate titles. He looks down to Padmé, but she is staring at the medical droid. 


“Wait.” She gestures to the droid. “Clarification required.” The droid seems to straighten 
up as Padmé mimics its speech, although of course Vader knows such a thing is required. 


“Query noted,” the droid replies. “State your question.” Padmé folds her arms across her 
chest. Vader recognises both the stance and the glint in her eyes from her Senator days. 


“Designated SECONDARY: VADER has sufficient authority to confirm Imperial transfer of 
power, but not to direct his own medical care?” Vader realises abruptly that under her calm 
facade, Padmé is seething. 


The droid remains quiet for a moment, processing. “Your statement is accurate,” it reports 
dutifully. “Further clarification required?” Padmé shakes her head. 


“No,” she replies, voice quieter than Vader would expect. “You may begin.” 


The droid shuffles off to begin the maintenance sequence, and Vader looks down at the 
diminutive figure that now shows the full extent of her rage; fists clenched, eyes shut, mouth 
turned down in an ugly grimace. “You are angry,” he ventures, and something of his 
uncertainty must show, somehow, because Padmé opens her eyes, relaxes her body, as though 
making a considerable effort to calm herself. 


“No, my love,” she replies, and comes to lean against him in wordless reassurance, 
although in truth Vader feels that it is her tiny frame holding up his unbearable weight. 
“Merely thinking that I killed Sheev far too quickly.” That sentiment Vader can agree with, 
although there is little room inside of him for anything that is not sheer brutal relief that 
Sidious is no more. 


“Do not blame the droids,” he settles on. “They are only able to do as they have been 
programmed.” Padmé smiles up at him. 


“Still the champion of mouse droids and beleaguered medical ’bots, my dear one,” she 
murmurs, and brushes a kiss against his shoulder pauldron. “Do you need assistance to take 
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some of that off?” 
He does not. But... he wants it. 
“Tf you do not mind.” Padmé smiles again. 


“Would I have offered if I didn’t?” she teases gently, a harkening back to the early days of 
their marriage. 


Do you want me to make you tea, Ani? Vader recalls how stupid he’d felt, how bashful and 
shy, in the apartments of a queen turned Senator, muddy boots on her carpet and dusty robes 
on her sofa, and her offering to serve him, to give to him when she had already given so 
much. 


Only if you don’t mind, Padmé, he’d replied. She’d scrubbed a fond hand over his hair as 
she’d passed him, leaning down to kiss his cheek. He’d blushed like it was the first time. 


Darling, I’ll never mind, she’d promised, and as Anakin, Vader had been unguarded and 
open, and fool enough to believe her. 


It had not been the first time she’d reminded him of that. Silent in his memories, Vader sits 
on the metal gurney nearby, and Padmé nudges his knees apart enough to stand between 
them. Gods, but the vulnerability of it, to have her so close; Vader is rigid and tense as Padmé 
removes his chain and cape, his boots, his gloves, and then guides her to the outer fastenings 
of the chestplate. When she reaches towards his helm, Vader stops her hands. “They must 
pressurise the room,” he tells her. ‘It may not be safe for you.’ Padmé plants her hands on her 
hips, and in Vader there is the ghost of a married man, telling him that when she stands like 
that, he hasn’t a hope in the Sith hells of deterring her. “But I cannot force you to leave,” he 
adds, and Padmé’s eyes soften. 


“T will go, if you cannot bear for me to see you,” she replies, freeing her hands from his so 
she can caress the skull-like cheeks of the mask, touching her forehead to his mouth grill like 
she is accepting from him a kiss. Vader shudders, and Padmé must feel it, because one arm 
goes around his shoulders as far as she can reach, as though to steady him. 


“You married a handsome man,” he reminds her. “Kenobi saw to it that I would never be 
described so again.” Padmé sighs. 


“My husband was handsome,” she agrees, and kisses him on the flat round circle above the 
grill, where a nose should be. ‘But I married him not for that.’ Vader gives in, and lets his 
head fall forward onto her shoulder, sighing without meaning to at the relief of no longer 
having to hold himself up. Perhaps it is wrong, to rest so heavily on his wife, but he is long 
past fears of not appearing masculine and bold to her. “I married you because I loved you, and 
could not live another day without you being mine.” 


The clanging of a door signals the return of the droid, and a whole host of others, and 
when the door closes behind them there is the familiar hiss of the room being pressurised. 
Vader tenses in instinctive dread, while Padmé turns her head and says, “Surely you don’t 
need all of those to assist you, MTE-1.” The droid’s humanoid face remains the same, 
although its eye lights blink a little faster. 


“The subject can become irascible during maintenance,” the droid relays, cool and 
conscientious, and utterly inhuman. Vader pulls Padmé back a little closer to him; she is still 
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standing between his knees, but is now facing the droid. Vader feels absurd, perched on the 
gumey like an overgrown black bat, but the relief of not standing on the open wounds of his 
stumps is too great to resist. 


“Trascible?” Padmé questions. The droid’s eye lights blink again, and to Vader’s absolute 
horror, from a speaker located somewhere in the room, a record states to play. 


No — no, I said no —Padmé, Padmé please — Master, Obi-Wan, save me — no, no, please 


On and on it goes. He knows that ruined, rasping, demented howl of pure pain, of 
ceaseless, wordless, endless agony. It continues, sometimes words, sometimes only weak, 
exhausted screaming, and against him Padmé has gone completely rigid, as though she has 
been turned to stone. 


“Enough.” Padmé’s voice is as sharp as a broken bone. ‘Enough!’ she says with more 
force, when the droid does not obey quick enough. “I’ve heard enough. Proceed with this... 
maintenance.” She spits the last word out like it is poison. Fortunately, droids do not care 
about tone or vehemence, and the small fleet of mechanical torturers scuttle forward. 


Vader is not hiding behind his wife. He is not. 


“Lie down,” says a smaller droid than MTE-1 — Vader thinks it might be AR-5. It 
brandishes its metal claws threateningly, but this one’s role is merely to remove his armour 
for the others to survey the damage, and so Vader obeys, and is able to control himself — for 
now, at least. 


The chestplate comes off completely, and the armoured pieces Padmé couldn’t manage, 
and then AR-5 begins to strip the bodyglove off. Vader stares at the ceiling until the piece is 
removed, leaving him in only the flesh-tight burn-control compression garment that he has 
worn for the last year. The point of it is somewhat moot, given his burns usually tear back 
open when the pressure suit comes off, but it is not Vader’s place to question these things. 


Padmé registers his distress. She comes to his head, leaning over him, replacing the ceiling 
with a much more pleasant view. Vader smiles up at her despite everything, hidden under his 
mask. She is so beautiful. But the smile fades fast. He hisses in pain when AR-5 starts to peel 
the burn control suit away. 


“Stop,” Padmé says, voice thick with concer. “You’re hurting him.” The droid pauses. 
“Tt must be removed, Imperial Majesty,” it reports. Padmé bites her lip. 
“Ts there anything that can make it easier on him?” she asks. AR-5 pauses. 


“There is a spray that could dampen the interior of the garment and provide some relief 
from the tearing,” it says after some consideration. The little droid has quite a cheerful voice 
for a droid, and its diction is somewhat looser than the others. Repurposed hastily for his 
resurrection and not yet replaced by the more formal MTE class, Vader has often surmised 
dryly. “However, your predecessor forbade the use of it —” 


“Do it,” Padmé says at once. “I want the discomfort for this man to be limited as much as 
possible.” AR-5 opens an internal storage compartment and produces a large spray bottle of 
something dark and viscous, with a thin nozzle on the top. Vader watches, mute with shock, 
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as the droid carefully peels back the sealed fabric around his right leg, exposing the metal that 
connects the stump to the prosthetic, before inserting the nozzle underneath the thick burn- 
suit and squeezing. 


The relief is instantaneous. The pain of stiff cloth against open, raw oozing tissue has been 
his constant companion for the last year, but whatever is in the oily substance filtering up 
through his suit is sheer bliss. He can feel the compression garment lifting from where it had 
been crusted against him, and it is painless. 


AR-5 does the other leg, then both arms, before displacing Padmé at Vader’s head to fold 
down the compression garment at his neck before squirting more of the stuff in there. Padmé 
comes back, and Vader, blissed out in a way he hadn’t ever imagined he might be again, has 
head spin from the forgotten sensation of skin that does not hurt. He grins stupidly up at her. 
“T think I might have to marry AR-5,” he drawls, and watches confusion scuttle over Padmé’s 
face, before it lightens into relief. 


“Sure, baby,” she replies, and touches his helm affectionately. “Whatever you want. You 
can marry every droid in the galaxy if you like. We’ll build a huge house for them with 
charging stations in every room.” Vader nods. She gets it. 


“What’s in that stuff,” he hears Padmé say to AR-5. Vader closes his eyes. Nothing seems 
particularly important right now. 


“Tt is an oil derived from a flower on Pantera III, Imperial Majesty,” the droid replies. 
Vader hears it as if from far away. “Aside from its properties as a greasing agent for medical 
use, it is mildly analgesic.” 


Mildly analgesic. That’s putting it lightly, Vader thinks hysterically, and is so distracted by 
how good he feels that he hardly notices the burn suit come off, or the droid coming to the 
head of the gurney to pluck off his mask and helm. There’s a horrible noise though, like 
someone being stabbed hard in the gut, and Vader opens dreamy eyes to a world that is not 
red and glassy, and to his wife’s tears dripping onto his face. 


They’re warm. They’re soft. Like rain. 


Padmé brushes a tear from Vader’s cheek, and Vader’s brain abruptly kicks back into gear. 
He nearly shoves his face against her hand, desperate for that tiny touch again. Just one more 
time, he needs it, just once more — 


His wife smiles, so tenderly, and Vader hears a pathetic keening noise as though it’s 
coming from far away, even as he’s aware its coming from his own ruined lungs. “There you 
are,” Padmé croons, and her shadow falls over him as she leans down and brushes the gentlest 
of kisses onto his forehead. “Hello, my darling.” 


“Padmé,” Vader tries to say, but his natural voice is so weak, he can barely hear himself. 
His hearing is worse like this, and his eyesight, every sense except the Force dulled. 


“Don’t try to talk, beloved,” she says, but her eyes can’t stay on Vader’s; they keep 
tracking down to his body. Vader follows her gaze, only to be met by the ruin of his 
completely bare form, the metal and machinery embedded in his flesh, the large cable coiling 
out from its home deep in his chest cavity. The inflamed stumps now that the prosthetics have 
been removed. 
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The lump of melted flesh that used to be his genitals. 


“Oh,” he says, still dizzy from the flower oil and the unbearable pleasure of being touched. 
‘That.’ Padmé is crying again. “Don’t cry,” he whispers up to her. “It doesn’t hurt.” Padmé 
smiles through the tears. 


“You filthy unapologetic liar,” she replies, and kisses him again, right on his ruined lips. 
Vader sighs. He can die now. This is paradise. 


“I’m not putting you back in that monstrosity, Ani.” The words bring him abruptly back to 
his usual hell. His eyes fly open. Padmé looks miserable, but determined. 


“You must,” he replies at once. You are stronger like this, Sidious tells him from the past. It 
is the only way you can be strong again, now that you have failed so completely to destroy 
your old Master. I need not a limbless weakling. I require Darth Vader, Lord of the Sith. And 
even now, after knowing Sidious had lied so often and about so much, Vader still believes 
this. 


“No, sweetheart,” Padmé replies. “It is appalling. It is a crime against humanity that it was 
ever constructed, and a terrible crime against you that you were ever put into it. There has to 
be another way.” Vader darts his tongue out to moisten lips that are so dry they are cracked 
and bleeding. Padmé has a smear of his blood on her mouth. It is obscene, that his filth can be 
allowed to taint her so. 


“T need it,” he whispers, in his ruined natural voice. MTE-1 is setting up a connection to 
his femoral intravenous line, but Vader hardly notices it. “It’s the only way I can be strong. 
Please, Padmé. When the droids are done, put me back in the suit.” 


Her eyes are so kind, and so very sad. “Do you trust me, beloved?” she asks, smoothing a 
hand over his scalp. Tears are blurring Vader’s view of her, but oh, the sight of his wife 
without the harsh crimson lenses, in perfect colour; the ring of her voice, unfiltered and pure. 
Vader nods, and only then understands his error. Determination hardens Padmé’s sweet 
mouth, lifts her chin. ‘Sedate him.’ Her voice lashes out like a whip. “You’re taking that evil 
out of him.” 


It’s too late to even protest. Vader closes his eyes, and gives himself over to yet another 
remaking. 
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6. Something Underneath 


The first thing Vader registers when he awakens is that he is not alone. 


There is someone nearby, someone so familiar he could almost weep from the security he 
feels just by sensing their presence. Like home, and safety, and tea flavoured with sweetness 
and spice; like a thick cloak far too big for him draped over his shoulders, like a large hand 
over his own, adjusting his child’s hand to better grip his ’saber. The relief from it is so 
immense, so obliterative, that Vader can’t even think about who it might be; he only relaxes 
fully into it, and opens his mind all the way. 


You’re here. There is a jolt of surprise, like whoever the comfort is emanating from wasn’t 
expecting him to be awake. 


Iam, comes the reply; hesitant, cautious, and a tentative touch of mind to mind, in the 
withered place where a bond once flourished. Vader sighs. I could fetch — 


Dont go, Vader replies quickly — too quickly, it will gnaw at him later, his weakness. But 
for now he can only remember pain, awful pain, and scrabbling pinching prying burning in 
that place inside of him that should only be his own. Being violated, being torn open, and 
expected to be grateful for it — that it was good for him, what he deserved, when there could 
have been this instead, the balm, the salve, of the cool river-rush presence twined around his 
own. 


I do not intend to leave you. Satisfied, Vader allows himself to drift. He has a body, he 
knows, must come back to it eventually, only it feels so far away now. He is in the Force, 
quiet, alone inside himself in that sacred place of self that should never be invaded, with the 
calmness of the other drifting alongside him, the occasional brush of mind against mind a 
reassurance, and not an invasion. 


They’re going to pull back on the medication now, to wake you up all the way. I thought 
you should be warned. Vader sends a notion of vague agreement back, not even words, just 
the impression. What does it matter to him? There is nothing but this divine tranquillity, the 
fluffy waves of the Force soft and buoyant around him, and the presence of his one and only 
Master, the one who loved him once, the one who let him go — 


Kenobi. 


Vader lands back in his body with a flinch. Dread coils in his gut, stiffens his spine. Vader 
opens his eyes, and the face hovering over him is almost unchanged from how he remembers 
it; what right does he have, to look the same, when Vader is so altered? His fingers twitch, or 
rather, his brain tells his fingers to twitch, but Vader looks down at his right arm and sees only 
a truncated stump, Dooku’s legacy, where he used to have both wrist and hand. 


“You,” he rasps, his voice nearly unrecognisable as human. Fitting, then, since Vader is no 
longer a man, but a monstrosity. “You. Have you come to finish me at last —” He breaks off 
into a burst of ragged coughing, the involuntary fury of his lungs rattling his chest, spiking 
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pain in his temples and ribs. Calloused hands are pressing him back against the bed, trying to 
calm him, but Vader snarls and tries to shake them off; limbless, defenceless. 


Well. Not entirely defenceless. He still has the Force, his oldest and most familiar weapon. 
Vader gathers himself and shoves, not with body but with mind, but disappointingly only 
manages to push the hands back a few inches before they return, patting him down, trying to 
find the source of his disturbance. 


“Take your hands off me,” he says, means to scream it, only it comes out a whispering, 
rushed, broken thing, a plea rather than a command. Horror suffuses him, horror not his own, 
and the hands retreat at once, footsteps racing away and then coming back, far more than 
could just be his tormentor’s alone. 


“Ani!” Blessed gods. Padme is there, but so is he, the architect of Vader’s ruin, and Vader 
fights, fights with all he is, even as his frailty confines his struggle to weak thrashing. “Ani, 
it’s all right —” 


“Tt’s not,” he spits out, trying to open his eyes again; the brightness is blinding. “Padme, 
get away from him!” Vader grunts as a soft weight lands on top of him, effectively curtailing 
his efforts to get away; it hurts terribly, this weight upon him, even as it takes his face in its 
hands. 


“T’m here, beloved,” his wife croons, and Vader finds he can open his eyes; a dark curtain 
has fallen around his face, his wife’s hair, shielding his damaged eyes from the brightness of 
the overhead lights. He can see her face, hazy from how close she has their foreheads pressed 
together. “I promise, you’re safe.” 


There is an awful, choked sobbing sound from nearby, like someone close to them is 
experiencing the worst moment of their life. “I’m sorry,” says a voice, cracking halfway 
through. Vader bristles, helpless to do anything except writhe underneath his wife, fighting to 
be free. “I’m so sorry, my padawan.” 


Vader lets himself taste the poison of his enemy’s name on his tongue. “Obi-Wan.” It 
comes out as a strangled hiss. “Do you like your handiwork?” Even the sight of Padme’s face 
cannot restrain the bitterness, but all the same, Vader closes his eyes. It does not feel right to 
spit such venom and look upon her. 


“Of course not,” Kenobi replies, sounding as helpless as Vader feels. “You were my 
brother.’ A rasping, miserable sound. “You are my brother. I have grieved every moment 
since that day. I have carried it around my neck like a stone —” 


Vader can’t help it; he laughs, vicious, mocking. “In your whole and healthy body?” he 
taunts. “With your four limbs and your breathing lungs?” 


“Stop,” Padme says, and she sounds angry. Vader sighs to himself and opens his eyes. She 
has leaned back, and she is scowling. “Anakin, stop it. You are hurting him.” Vader smiles at 
her; it stretches his lips until they hurt, and there is nothing kind in it. He inclines his head in 
scornful deference. 


“As thou wish, my Empress,” he drawls; Skywalker’s sarcasm, mixed with Vader’s own 
sullenness and defeat, and takes a cruel pleasure in how Padmé’s face falls. She climbs off 
him with a huff, and Vader watches her stalk away into blurriness, although he can’t resist one 
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last parting shot. “Far be from I to speak harshly to your Jedi champion, the one you chose to 
defend you against your wicked Sith oppressor —” 


“You talk like someone’s shoved an Imperial brass bell up your ass.” 


Vader stills. The new voice is young, female, and utterly unimpressed by him; he loses 
years at once, finding himself in memory, standing exasperated and half-amused over a 
teenaged Togruta with her arms crossed and her expression mischievous. 


“Snips.” 
Funny. He’d meant to say traitor. 


“Anakin,” Ahsoka says pointedly. Vader is impressed despite himself. She has learned to 
veil herself so completely that even Vader could not detect her Force-presence until she 
decided to reveal herself. He narrows his eyes at the blue and orange blur that can only be his 
former apprentice, choosing to ignore the robed form of Kenobi following in the direction of 
Vader’s departed wife. The man deserves nothing from him. 


“You have become skilled in your exile,” he concedes begrudgingly. “If you had joined 
me, we could have overthrown the Emperor together.” Ahsoka steps closer. Vader had 
forgotten, the exact markings on her montrals, the shade of blue of her eyes. 


“Looks like your wife managed to do the job herself,” she replies flippantly, but there is 
hurt there. ‘And anyway, my skills aside, yours have clearly deteriorated.’ Vader goes to 
argue, but Ahsoka holds up a hand. He’s not sure why he clamps his mouth shut obligingly. 
“Since it has escaped your asthmatic Darth self that you can actually breathe properly now.” 
Vader goes to refute her automatically, except — 


Fuck. He can breathe properly now. He gapes. 


“You’re welcome,” Snips says, exceedingly smug. “It’s not like it’s taken two months to 
turn your carcass back into an almost-functioning human being.” Vader glares at her, the 
better to ignore the startling ‘two months’ part. 


“T can’t see, I have no limbs, and why the fuck can’t I use the Force properly?” he 
demands. Force, but his voice. It’s only now he realises he sounds like Skywalker again; not 
the diction, obviously, or the tone, and certainly there is a rasp to it that wasn’t there before, 
but he can talk, without gasping, without pain. 


“Because Palpatine loaded you up with weird Sith drugs to make you compliant — well, 
compliant to him. To make you an asshole to everyone else.” Ahsoka’s grin is disturbingly 
familiar. Vader remembers seeing it on his old face more than once. “You’re gonna have to 
start back at the beginning, Skyguy. Learn to walk, feed yourself, wipe your own ass —” 
Vader growls at her, but Snips is not perturbed. “Yeah, even that. That fucked-up colostomy 
thing that Sidious put in you has been reversed. Did you know you didn’t actually eat 
anything for a whole year?” Vader glares at her. Of course he knew. 


“My Master knows best,” he snaps. Only when Ahsoka’s face falls does he register what 
he has said, or the present tense he said it in. he expects her to go, his old apprentice, but she 
was always able to surprise him before, and apparently that hasn’t changed. Vader blinks 
down at the tight grip on his bicep, a few centimetres above his stump, and looks up into 
Ahsoka’s serious eyes. 
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“You Fell, Anakin,” she says softly, and Vader looks away. “That’s on you. It always will 
be. But what happened after —” He feels the shudder run though her, from where they’re 
connected, arm to hand. “Did you know he tortured you? To make you talk like you do, or to 
punish you when you failed him?” Vader shrugs. His eyes burn. It must be the light. He needs 
his lenses back. 


“Tt matter not,” he says stiffly. Snips tightens her grip. It would hurt, Vader thinks, except 
for how it feels so good. 


“They found evidence of it all over your body. They found evidence of it in the Temple. 
He laughed, Skyguy. He would laugh while he cut you up, or used the lightning on you — 
stars, Master, do you even remember it?” 


Some. He remembers some of it. Enough, he replies, through the Force, since his throat is 
hurting. Enough to do as I was commanded, so the lesson need not be repeated. Except 
sometimes Sidious did it anyway, to keep him sharp — his mind wanders, and it’s not until 
Snips lets out a ragged gasp that Vader realises he has let her see all of it, the trauma, the 
shocks, and above all his Master’s high-pitched shrieking giggles, through the hair-thin thread 
that remains of their bond. 


“Skyguy...” She sounds so lost, his little apprentice. She’d been so small, when he’d met 
her; a burden he’d wanted not, right up until he could not live without her. It is bred in his 
bones, the instinct to protect her, to soothe her hurts. 


“Don’t worry about it, Snips,” Anakin tells her, wishing he could hold her hand. “It’s over 
now.” But she must catch some snippet of the vein his thoughts have drifted into, because she 
touches her mind to his, fleeting, gentle, and as strong as a mountain. 


“You don’t have to protect me anymore, Master,” she whispers. Anakin loses his fight 
against the rising tide of whatever has been slipped into his intravenous line, by the silent 
doctor on his other side, who had approached so stealthily he hadn’t had a chance to shove 
them away. “I’ll protect you now. I promise.” 


He would give the galaxy, to have a hand, just one, to hold hers. “Good girl, Snips,” Vader 
says drowsily. “My good girl.” 


And if she replies, Vader is too far down to hear. 
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7. So Much More To This 


“Is that how I am to be handled?” he asks Padmé icily the next day. “Drugged into 
compliance whenever I do not comply with the Empress’ orders?” 


The sedation had lasted for several hours, and when Vader was conscious again he had 
received a stern lecturing by no less than four different doctors about how stress would hinder 
his recovery. Vader had simply observed them, mute; there was nothing he could think to say. 
There was no straightforward way plain to him to explain to these civilian healers that for the 
last year he had not been considered human or alive in the usual sense of the words. He is a 
piece of equipment, a weapon, valuable and to be kept close to hand. Nothing more. 


“Your condition is precarious,” she replies. It is incomprehensible to Vader that nearly two 
months have passed since Sidious’ demise, but more believable when he compares his 
memory of Padmé then to now. His eyes are better today; he can see the fine details of her 
face, how acutely exhausted she looks, wrung out. “The emotional damage you did to Obi- 
Wan aside, becoming agitated is dangerous for you. Your heart is still weak from the drugs. 
The new lungs and respiratory system could yet be rejected by the rest of your body. For your 
own sake, Ani, you have to remain calm.” 


Calm! Hilarious. He is a Sith lord, he dwells in darkness and fear. She forgets who she is 
married to, his lovely wife, that just because she wishes him defanged and docile, it does not 
mean it will be so — 


Padmé sighs, as if she can hear his thoughts. Vader narrows his eyes at her. Her composure 
is only outward. The longer Vader observes her, the deeper the lines of strain around her eyes 
and mouth seem to grow. Padmé is weary. The sight of her discomfort makes Vader — 


Well. Defanged and docile is not so far from the truth after all. 


“IT do not wish to be difficult for you, Padmé,” Vader says, and reaches out before he 
remembers he can’t; the useless twitching of the stump enrages him as it always does. But it 
softens Padmé’s expression, and Vader is not beyond using his physical state to engender 
weakness in others, although thinking of it as such in the context of his wife makes him 
vaguely uncomfortable. His enemies may desire to see him weak and helpless, but even 
without limbs, Vader is not without the ability to strike a blow. 


“T know, love.” The endearment sends a painful thrill through Vader. He is her love, he 
reminds himself; victorious, vicious. Him. Not that worthless weakling Skywalker, that 
traitorous fool Kenobi — “I just wish you’d be kinder to Obi-Wan, Ani.” 


Curse it. 


“That is not my name,” he reminds her for the umpteenth time. ‘As for Kenobi — where 
are you going?’ Padmé has risen to her feet, gone to the medical trolley across the room, and 
is bringing back the most unexpected of items; a hand mirror. “What do you need that for?” 
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Padmé brandishes the mirror at him like a weapon. “Look at yourself.” Vader raises a 
hairless brow-ridge and immediately wishes he could take the gesture back. All these 
irritating habits coming back along with his beloved wife; things like facial expressions, and 
preferences, and feelings. “Look at yourself and tell me you don’t bear the face of Anakin 
Skywalker.” 


Oh, how low of her. it is a move almost worthy of a Sith. Vader approves, or would 
approve, if said move had not been directed at him. 


“IT do not want to.” Force, but the sulky tone to his voice would have Sidious already 
gathering lightning at his fingertips. Padmé shakes the damn thing at him. 


“Are you afraid?” He knows that taunting note in her voice. He has heard it levelled at 
political and martial opponents alike, and now, at her husband. Vader steels himself. 


“Of course not.” He tugs the mirror free of Padmé ’s grasp with the Force, ignoring her 
surprise as he floats it gingerly over to him. Despite knowing perfectly well otherwise, he 
expects the obsidian shine of the mask to greet him, can almost hear the phantom wheeze of 
his respirator bouncing off the infirmary walls. That is his right and proper face, the mask and 
suit his Master forged for him, the appropriate counterpart to the being that had dwelt inside 
of it. Not this — 


Not this ordinary man’s face. 


Vader scowls and brings the mirror closer with a tendril of the Force, ignoring how even 
this minute use of his power is already beginning to strain him. There are the yellow-orange 
eyes, yes, that perhaps someone of a more poetical bent might describe as golden, although to 
Vader they are simply the boiling hue of hatred, the most open mark of a Sith; they are 
bizarrely comforting, a vestige of his Master’s own, a sign that Vader is still himself. But they 
are the only remarkable feature of an otherwise unnoteworthy appearance. A grim, pale man 
with no eyebrows, eyelashes, or hair; there is some lividity left in the scars that stand out 
against the rest of his skin. But the jawline and the cheekbones are all Skywalker, albeit 
sharper than they ever were before; the old scar splitting the place where his right eyebrow 
used to be. The nightmarish images that Sidious had used to fuel Vader’s rage, of his ruined 
carcass, are not here. 


The mirror shakes. Vader lets it rest down on his lap, but if he tilts his head, he can still see 
a flash of burning eyes and a severe, almost lipless mouth. 


“That proves nothing,” he declares, his voice rougher than he would like it to be. Padmé 
sits back down beside him. 


“Then why haven’t you tried to escape?” she asks. Vader aims a very pointed look down at 
his current dearth of limbs. “The Darth Vader I have heard so many blood-soaked tales of 
would not let something so trivial deter him.” 


“Not Darth.” The words slip out before Vader can stop them. He shakes his head when 
Padmé arches an eyebrow. “Vader, yes. That is the name my Master gave me when I came 
into being. But my Master is dead, and I did nothing to stop it. The line that has existed since 
Darth Bane is ended. I am a Sith no longer.” 


Force, but how beautiful Padmé looks, when she hopes. “Your eyes, though...” 
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“T do not renounce the Dark side,” he counters at once, and feels like a brute when the 
hope dies in her eyes. “I cannot. There is no chance of my return. Sidious assured me, when I 
Fell, that I would always be a creature chained to Darkness.” 


Her dainty hand is lying on what is left of his arm. When did it get there, Vader wonders, 
and why does it look so natural, even juxtaposed with the brutal sight of the stump, better 
healed now than it was but still unpleasant to look upon. 


“T would hate him, if it were me.” He can bear her fury. But her gentleness — 


“T do,” he confesses to the sheets covering his lap. What new discoveries lie underneath 
the plain white infirmary gown he wears? Can a man have no say in what is done to his body? 
The answer of course, is yes. Vader has experienced it in excruciating detail, being remade, 
without being allowed any input to the process. It shouldn’t rankle as it does. “For what he 
tried to do to you. Anything else —” He stops. 


“Anything else, dear one?” It is easier when he does not have to look at her. 


“T cannot loathe him for acts committed against myself,” he says. Little gods, but this is 
hard. The torments of the suit seem almost palatable by comparison. Almost. ‘Whatever I 
used to be, I am no longer,’ he bites out. The words taste no better in the open air than they 
did burning a hole on his tongue. “Not as you are, or Tano, or even Kenobi. My Mas — 
Sidious made sure I knew it. Over and over, he made sure. I know it is not so. I know I ama 
man. Except every time I try to think it —” 


“Cognitive reprogramming.” Vader jolts and looks up. Snips is there, arms crossed over 
her chest, leaning against the door frame. Her eyes are kind. 


“Like what happened with the clones?” Padmé asks her. Vader flinches. 
“The clones —” he begins heatedly. 


“Not exactly,” Ahsoka says over him, as if he hadn’t spoken. ‘This type requires on 
significant, sustained negative trauma to indoctrinate a subject into a specific mindset or 
delusion. In this case, that Anakin is Palpatine’s property, and therefore is not entitled to the 
rights or privileges of a free or sentient being.’ Her keen eyes fix him in place. “Isn’t that 
right, Lord Vader?” 


Vader violently wants to protest. But the words remain stuck in his throat. 


“Significant, sustained negative trauma,” Padmé repeats slowly. Vader transfers her gaze to 
her. every time one of these revelations come to light, she looks as if her heart is breaking. 
“Like what?” Ahsoka shrugs. 


“You don’t want to know.” 


“You really don’t,” Vader mutters, for once in agreement with his former padawan. Padmé 
’s eyes go cold. 


“T asked a question,” she says, the icy queen once more. “I am not accustomed to having to 
ask twice.” 


Tell her, then. Vader looks over at Snips, who is examining the tip of one of her lekku idly. 
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Why me? he snaps back, before he can think better of it. Ahsoka shrugs. 
Your body, not mine. 
Vader clears his throat. 


“Most of the physical alterations happened as soon as I was taken from Mustafar,” he 
begins. “That was over two or three days, I think. After that I was sent on a mission to test my 
performance. When I returned, I was subject to correction for some time. I cannot recall how 
long.” 


Padmé’s eyes are narrowed. “Correction?” She makes it sound like a curse. Vader looks 
down at his lap once more. It’s almost a mercy he doesn’t have hands, he thinks. Even the 
most ancient and clumsiest of prosthetics would still give away his shaking. 


“Sith lightning,” he says unwillingly. ‘At first. Then through the bond between us.’ Out of 
the commer of his eye, he catches a wince scuttle over Snips’ face, before she smooths it into 
blankness once more. “Lightning, again.” The words seem to be coming from further away 
now, like Vader is not the one saying them. “He would take away my respirator and watch me 
gasp, until I was close to unconsciousness, then put it back on, and repeat the process until he 
was Satisfied —” 


Padmé’s eyes are brimming over. “This is the man you chose,” she whispers. “Over the 
Light, over Obi-Wan, over me —” The first tear spills down her cheek. “And those little 
children —” 


The mirror shatters. Or more accurately, it explodes. Vader braces himself for the sting of a 
thousand tiny shards of silver glass, but they never come. Instead they slam into an invisible 
shield — Ahsoka’s, constructed of Force and will, and the ball of broken glass rises 
gracefully into the air and into a nearby waste receptacle. 


She lifts a bare brow-ridge at him. “You know that’s seven years’ worth of bad luck, 
right?” Vader burns with humiliation. He is weakened by the long coma. He is embarrassed to 
be so out of control. 


“Thank you,” he mutters reluctantly, and ignores her surprise. He has manners, damn it. 
“You need to begin training again.” Vader laughs aloud. 


“T was a Master before you left the creche, little one,” he sneers. “Whatever you may have 
learned since you left me, that has not changed.” Ahsoka smiles at him. It’s not a nice smile. 


“T didn’t mean myself,” she says, vicious joy leeching into the Force around him. Her 
presence is no longer as sunny as it once was. Like Vader, she has been tarnished. Yet the 
Light flows through her as it always did before, while Vader is mired in the Darkness. “You 
need a greater Master than I.” 


Fury ignites in his veins. “If you mean Kenobi —” He stops. There is a familiar sound in 
his ears, one that takes a moment to place. But when it does, dread prickles up his spine at 
once, and he can feel the blood draining out of his face. for a moment, the fear of fainting 
clean away is a very real one. 


The tap of the stick on the floor draws him back. Vader looks down, horrified, at the small 
figure shambling through the door past Ahsoka, as withered and ancient and green as it had 
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always been before, shuffling along as though it has not a care in the world. 
It peers up at him. Vader is speechless, aghast, as Master Yoda takes his measure. 
“Begin again, you now must, young Skywalker,” he croaks. “See to it, I will.” 


“Not him,” Vader says, through lips gone numb with shock. “Anyone else. Not him.” Yoda 
cackles. 


“Not so haughty now, hmm?” he taunts. “Go now, you will, young ones.” Vader watches 
as both his wife and his former padawan leave him to his fate, without so much as a backward 
glance. 


“Much to discuss, have Skywalker and I.” 
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8. (Over and Over) I'm Here Again 


The ancient old bastard hops up onto Vader’s bed as smoothly as if he isn’t a day over five 
hundred. Vader glares at him. 


“Come to gloat, have you?” he hisses. Yoda settles himself comfortably in the place 
Vader’s feet would be if he had feet. 


“Felt the death of Sidious, I did,” he informs Vader. “Of balance, the return.” Vader 
scowls. 


“At the hand of my wife,” he replies with vicious pride. “Where is your prophesied 
Chosen One now, Master?” His spiteful tone lends no respect to the term. But Yoda remains 
unruffled. 


“Glad was I, to know you are alive. Regret much of the past, do I.” Vader can’t suppress 
the derisive snort, even if it is there is far more Skywalker in it that he likes. 


“Oh, do you,” he mutters scornfully to himself. Yoda tilts his ancient head to the side. 


“Indeed. Less than fair to you, we were. Blinded. If kinder we had been, Fall, perhaps, you 
would have not.” Vader’s non-existent hands feel like they’re twitching into fists, and there’s 
an unpleasant prickling sensation in what his nerves are insisting are the soles his feet. 
Phantom limb issues had never been a problem before, with Palpatine’s neural implants 
screwed directly into his stumps and completely taking over from his biological nervous 
system, but they are gone now. 


“I made my own decisions. My own choices,” he replies, biting out the words. Yoda 
shakes his head. 


“Groomed, you were, by dark and dangerous forces. Access to a child, Palpatine should 
not have had. Not a child in our care. Deep, is your darkness. Grow overnight, it does not.” 


“Why do you care?” Vader mutters rebelliously. “Sidious is dead. Your precious balance is 
back. Leave me to my fate.” Yoda hums thoughtfully. 


“From Dooku to Qui-Gon, Qui-Gon to young Obi-Wan, and young Obi-Wan, to you. My 
lineage. Abandon you, I will not.” Yoda hops off the bed with a sprightliness many a younger 
Jedi could envy (Vader certainly does, deep in the back of his mind). ‘Begin tomorrow, we 
will.’ There is a glint in Yoda’s eye. “A better mood, perhaps, you will have found by then.” 


Vader highly doubts it. 
(But as usual, the little green troll is right). 


Vader seethes in silence for a while, blessedly alone at last. It gives him a chance to take 
stock of himself, or what little remains of himself; stripped of his dark armour and the 
ominous wheeze of the respirator, the outward trappings of Vader have fallen away, leaving 
only the weak fleshy underside of the beast, the molten writhing core. Medical staff come, 
and go; a lithe Twi’lek woman pumps syringes of opaque brown fluid into the tube in his 
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belly, and Vader feels his stomach fill. A different nurse empties the bag hung on the side of 
the bed, the tubing of which he can feel lodged firmly but not uncomfortably in the mass of 
scar tissue at his groin, snaking through the tissues into his bladder. Vader does not attempt to 
engage with them. Instead, he closes his eyes, goes inward, and seeks out the distant rumble 
of the Darks side. It is not easy to connect with. He is weakened from the long period of 
unconsciousness, and the constant indignities and agonies of his suit were useful fodder for 
his rage; now, he has only embers to stew over, when once just the knowledge of his physical 
limitations could set a planet-sized flame up within him. 


He focusses on Kenobi. On the Jedi’s arrogance, his weakness, on the casual touch of his 
hand on Vader’s wife’s elbow, proprietary, welcomed, like it had been there many times 
before. Like Kenobi had no reason not to expect it would be so again — 


I’m so sorry, Anakin. You were my brother. 


The memory of the new lines on Kenobi’s face, the silver threads in his hair — it is not 
enough. Vader has been transformed, melted and reshaped, and all his former Master has to 
show for it is a few scant signs of age. Certainly more than would be expected of a single 
year’s span of time, but that hand on his wife’s elbow — Vader’s thoughts snag on it, over 
and over. That Obi-Wan dares to lay a hand on that which is Vader’s — that he has hands to 
reach out with at all — 


He growls, and knocks his right stump hard against the metal railing of the bed he is 
trapped in. The pain helps, briefly, but is barely a drop in an ocean compared to what he was 
accustomed to before. He draws his arm close to smack it against the rail again, but the ugly 
reddened stump is caught in a small hand before he can do so. Vader looks up guiltily into 
soft, sad brown eyes. 


“Don’t do that, my darling,” Padmé says softly. Unable to bear her gaze, Vader hangs his 
head. 


“Sorry,” he mutters, feeling just for a moment like an idiot nineteen year old padawan 
again, crashing into his wife’s armoire by accident and denting the wood with one of his 
durasteel-capped boots. Padmé’s grip on his stump shifts, becomes less confining and more 
like a caress. 


“I’m sorry you feel the need to do it at all,” she replies. Vader risks a glance upwards. His 
wife — gods, his wife, alive and whole, he does not deserve this blessing, not in the slightest, 
and yet it has been delivered to him. Padmé is dressed simply, like a commoner of Naboo 
rather than a senator or a queen, but she shines — is it Vader’s own love for her that haloes 
her so, or can everyone see her like that? 


“Why are you here,” he asks, casting his eyes downward again. He was handsome once — 
Padmé had liked to call him beautiful, when she was feeling whimsical. Not so anymore. 
Vader should not feel the shame of it — but his Master had not been able to train him out of 
his vanity. In fact, neither of his Masters could. 


“T decided I didn’t want to spend another night without you,” Padmé says, and Vader 
frowns up at her. 


“The bed isn’t big enough for us both,” he points out, and Padmé smiles, loth-kitten got 
the cream, like he’s walked deliberately into her trap. 
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“But mine is,” she says, and the next few minutes pass in a blur; Vader is wheeled through 
white corridors that give way to plain durasteel walls — he in on some kind of base, although 
not an underground one, because the occasional window lets in what looks like the orange 
and gold light of a sunset, almost as alien to Vader as his own skin. 


Thankfully, on the way to what is presumably Padmé’s quarters, they encounter not a 
single soul beyond the nurse pushing the bed. But standing by what must be Padmé’s door is 
Ahsoka, looking less than happy with the current situation, arms folded over her chest and 
blue eyes stormy. 


The bed is too broad to pass through the door that Padmé opens for them. Vader looks 
from the insufficient width to Ahsoka and back again, and scowls. “No,” he says at once. 
Snips scowls right back at him. 


“You think I want to do this?” she asks harshly. “I said it was a bad idea from the first. You 
might not be a Sith anymore, but you’re as Dark as the hour before dawn. I told Padmé she’s 
an idiot for even considering it —” 


“You did,” Padmé confirms serenely. “And your opposition has been noted. But since we 
have established you owe me since that incident on Chandrilla —” What incident? Vader has 
missed so much — “You’ll give me a hand. Or two hands, as it happens.” 


“Don’t I get any say in this?” Vader protests. He wishes the words would come out as 
aggressively as he intends them, but he’s exhausted. It had only really hit him on the way 
through the base, when he’d realised this was the only the second day he has been awake in 
two months, and that he feels about as wrecked as if he’d been dropped down an elevator 
shaft. 


“No,” Padmé says sweetly, and Vader gives up arguing. He closes his eyes, and allows 
Ahsoka to wind her strong, leanly muscled arms around him and lift him into the air as if he 
weighs no more than a child. He bites the inside of his cheek furiously to keep from cursing at 
her, and holds onto his rage through most of the mortifying steps into his wife’s quarters, right 
up until Ahsoka sets him down gently into a bed that smells like Padmé. 


“Oh...” The tiny exhale of blissful relief is entirely involuntary, as is the sudden limpness 
of all four of his truncated limbs, no longer tense with stress. Vader’s head falls back onto a 
pillow, and the softness all around him could have him weeping; his wife has not given up her 
penchant for soft beds and fine furnishings, and the scent of her is like balm to his frazzled 
nerves. The urge to simply let himself fall into sleep is overpowering, and Vader almost gives 
into it, except the click of the door closing quietly has him cracking an eye open. 


“Alone at last,” Padmé says quietly, and the weight of her small body makes the mattress 
dip beside him. Vader knows what he is, barely half a man, but muscle memory is stronger 
than his conscious brain and he shifts automatically, beckoning the stump on that side in her 
direction, phantom fingers flexing. It takes a moment, but he must not be too difficult to read, 
because Padmé huffs out a soft sound and curls the lithe soft length of her beloved body 
against him. Once, her feet would have rested on his calves because of the disparity in their 
heights, but no longer; Vader can’t even drum up the requisite energy to get angry about it, 
because he has Padmé here with him, after so long, and he is besieged by joy, invaded by it, 
haunted by love. 
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Vader rumbles a low, approving sound he’d actually forgotten he was capably of making, 
and pulls her closer with what’s left of his arm. Padmé just laughs softly in his ear. 


“Ani, I’ve still got my shoes on,” she says. Vader shrugs, and turns his head to butterfly a 
kiss lazily against her cheek. Later, he will fret over whether he smelled like medical cleanser 
or any number of the stinks that a body such as his might be assailing her with, but not now. 


“Kick them off then, sweetheart,” he hears himself drawl, voice rasping with the damage 
he will never be without, but nothing like the monotone bass he has been confined to for the 
last year. 


“And then what?” Padmé sounds amused; every inch of Vader from his skin to his soul 
thrills to hear it. His body needs sleep desperately, but he can’t bear to slip away from 
consciousness; this commonplace conversation is made extraordinary by Padmé’s presence 
and proximity, and he’d rather die than leave it. 


“T leave the planning to you, my love,” he replies drowsily. Padmé makes a surprised 
sound from where she’s tucked her head into his neck. 


“T never thought the day would come where I’d hear you admit it,” she teases. Vader 
grunts dismissively, and receives an elbow to the ribs in reply. 


“Abusing an invalid,” he replies in mock outrage. “Hardly behaviour that befits a queen of 
Naboo, my lady.” Padmé raises her head to look him in the eye. It’s dark in the room, but 
Vader can just make out the mischievous gleam in her bright eyes, the smooth curve of her 
cheek, the pursed bow of her lips. She’s magnificent. She’s the beating centre of his heart. 


“And what about this?” she quips back, and as Vader is forming a reply she leans in and 
kisses him, like they’ve been apart only minutes instead of what feels like forever. He is 
shredded and broken and more medical equipment than man; it doesn’t matter. 


Vader kisses his wife, and feels the Light flood back through him. 
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